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Alvaro Arzu, presidential candidate for the Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN), won the second
round of elections in Guatemala on Jan. 7. He is scheduled to be sworn into office on Jan. 14 as
the country's third democratically elected civilian president since the military gave up power in
1986. Nevertheless, the minuscule margin by which Arzu won paradoxically increased the political
mystique of retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, whose handpicked candidate in the elections, Alfonso
Portillo, managed to defeat Arzu in nearly all of the country's rural provinces.
On Jan. 8, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE) announced the
final results for the second-round vote. Arzu won the elections by a hair, receiving 671,354 votes
nationwide, or 51.2% of the valid votes cast, compared with 639,404, or 48.8% of the votes, for Alvaro
Portillo of the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG). Arzu's margin of victory was the closest
ever recorded in a presidential election in Guatemala, since he won the presidential sash by just
31,950 votes, less than three percentage points. In fact, the tally was so close that in the first hours
after polls closed and the TSE began to count the ballots, election authorities flip-flopped five times
on which of the candidates was leading before finally reporting that Arzu had won enough votes to
ensure his victory.
Arzu won because of his wide backing in the capital, where he was mayor from 1986-1990 and
where his party has won all three mayoral elections since 1986. Arzu had a 110,000 vote lead in
Guatemala City, which offset his defeat in rural areas. In contrast, Portillo won the elections in 17
of the country's 22 departments, sweeping the elections in the western highland areas where the
nation's Indian communities are concentrated. Arzu's hairline victory, combined with excessive
abstention in the second round, foreshadows a weak presidency once Arzu is sworn into office. In
the first round of elections on Nov. 12, abstention reached 53% of the registered electorate, already
the highest rate for presidential elections since the return to civilian rule in 1986 (see NotiSur,
01/05/96).
In the second round, however, abstention climbed to 63.12%, meaning that only slightly more
than one-third of the registered voters actually went to the polls. In the second round in 1985,
abstention reached 35%, and in 1990 the rate was 55%. Moreover, the abstention rate on Jan. 7 in
rural areas climbed to alarming rates that exceeded 65%. In the western highland department of
Chimaltenango, for example, only an estimated 12% of the registered voters bothered to go to the
polls. All told, since Arzu took only slightly more than half the valid votes nationwide, he won the
presidency with the backing of less than 20% of the registered electorate, thus calling the future
administration's mandate to govern into question. "There are victories, and then there are victories,"
wrote Mario Antonio Sandoval, a columnist for the conservative Prensa Libre, Guatemala's largest
daily newspaper. "This one is as tight as Kennedy and Nixon, plus barely a third of the people
bothered to vote, so Arzu is entering office in a very weak and uncomfortable position."
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The country's human rights ombudsman, Jorge Mario Garcia, went even further, questioning
the future government's legitimacy. "The abstention rate is truly alarming, it's extremely grave,"
said Garcia. "The problem is not one of legality but one of legitimacy for the government and the
democratic process, since legitimacy is earned through citizen participation at the polls, whereby
through a popular vote political parties receive a mandate to implement their programs." Given
the lack of a popular mandate, Garcia warned that Arzu will be in an extremely weak position as
president, making it unlikely that he will attempt to challenge the interests of the military or the
private sector, the country's traditional power brokers. "In Guatemala, a weak government always
falls into the hands of powerful economic classes, authoritarian political groups, and the military,"
said Garcia.
Arzu, however, insists that he has won a clear mandate. "Our message was heard," said the
president-elect. "Almost 700,000 people believe in our project, so I am tranquil." Indeed, in his first
press conference after the TSE declared him the winner, Arzu emphasized his independence vis- a-
vis the army, warning that he will not tolerate pressures of any kind regarding government policies.
"The army will be confined to the specific space for which it was created, not a step more, not a step
less," said Arzu. "The Constitution clearly establishes the parameters within which the military can
move, and it will not be permitted to expand beyond that."
Among other things, Arzu promised to place a priority on concluding peace negotiations with the
country's guerrilla organizations. The negotiations, which have been underway since 1990 and
which have progressed extremely slowly since early 1995, are fiercely opposed by hard-line sectors
in the army and only timidly supported by the moderate "institutionalist" faction of the army
that currently controls the high command. "My government will be committed to continuing the
negotiations," said Arzu. "Obtaining peace will be a real challenge, but at the same time a unique
opportunity for all Guatemalans. We will immediately work on establishing a flexible but realistic
timetable for negotiations, which could culminate in a peace accord within seven or eight months."
In addition, Arzu promised to crack down on impunity in Guatemala and curb human rights
violations. "We will struggle nonstop against impunity, greatly fortifying the resources provided
for the judiciary and the attorney general's office so that justice is doled out without any type of
discrimination," said Arzu. "The government that we are going to head will have total and absolute
respect for human rights." Despite such bold statements, many local observers believe that Arzu's
close victory over Portillo has greatly strengthened the influence of hard-liners in the military and
the private sector. Portillo was the handpicked candidate of Gen. Rios Montt, the founder and
secretary general of the FRG. The FRG campaigned on a platform of curbing political violence and
crime by using the same strong-arm tactics that characterized Rios Montt's 18-month stint in office
in 1982- 1983.
The general's iron-fisted policies when in power earned his government a reputation as the worst
human rights violator in the country's history and one of the worst ever in the Western Hemisphere.
During the campaign, Portillo promised that if he won the presidency Rios would be given complete
control over national security. He would have been appointed as both defense minister and interior
minister, and a new national security council would have been created and headed by Rios Montt.
Not surprisingly, hard-line sectors of the army and the economic elite are widely believed to have
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favored Rios Montt for president, hoping he would either stop or seriously deter the economic,
social, and political reforms being negotiated in the peace talks. Given that half the voters who went
to the polls in the second round cast ballots for the FRG, and given that Rios Montt's party swept the
polls in rural areas, the FRG now claims that it won a mandate to govern from below.
"To consider this a defeat is unfair, we are the real winners and as of today we are ready to start
thinking about the year 2000," said Portillo, alluding to the next presidential elections. "I am not the
president of the country, but I am the principal political leader of the nation. Under the general's
baton, we are going to continue working throughout Guatemala." As a result, notwithstanding the
president-elect's promise to vigorously pursue negotiations, the army may read the election results
as a mandate to oppose any substantial reforms coming out of the peace negotiations.
"The generals know how to read election returns too," one western diplomat told the New York
Times. "They can see for themselves that a large group of voters appears to want a harder, rather
than a softer, hand. The situation hasn't become any easier as a result of the election. It's going to
be a long, tough year." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 01/04/96, 01/06/96; Associated Press, 01/06/96;
United Press International, 01/08/96; Reuter, 01/04-09/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-
Spanish news service EFE, 01/06/96, 01/08/96, 01/09/96; La Jornada (Mexico), 01/08/96, 01/09/96; New
York Times, 01/08-10/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/02-09/96, 01/11/96]
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